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1.Message from the Chair Jim Maddan 

 

The papers and television are full of stories where the lives of ordinary people have 
been disrupted because of metal thefts.  Businesses have been forced to close, 
holidaymakers and business travellers have missed their flights and the emergency 
services and care homes isolated because phone lines have been cut. 

War memorials have been vandalised, graves have been desecrated, manhole covers 
stolen, thieves have taken ambulance trollies, safety railings have been removed and 
recently a valuable statue has been taken from a South London park. 

In 99.9% of cases the economic and emotional impact of the crime is substantially 
greater than the value of the metal stolen by the thief and certainly a lot less than the 
amount paid by the scrap metal dealers.  And therein lays the problem.  The Scrap 
Metal Dealers Act of 1964 is past its sell-by date.   

Last month I wrote to all members of Neighbourhood 
Watch and Home Watch about the problems of metal 
theft.  With the support of BT who is one of the major 
victims of this type of cr ime, we are producing a special 
newsletter to remind members of the problems and what 
we can all do to reduce the opportunity for this crime and 
make sure that the criminals are caught. 

Metal theft has been on the increase for the past five 
years, but it has now reached epidemic proportions.  As I 
write this, there is news of a hospital in South Wales 
having to cancel operations because thieves had stolen 
cables from back-up generators.   

 



 

 

 
 

 

Lots of scrap metal transactions are in cash.  Often, no identification is asked for 
when a sale is made and where a name and address is taken, it is invariably fictitious.  
In one yard all bar one sale in a month was by M. Mouse or D. Duck. 

There is an urgent need for a change to the legislation.  The conditions under which 
scrap metal dealers are licensed must be tightened, with an obligation to install 
CCTV, inspect and record photo ID of sellers, record details of vehicles used and 
cease the practice of paying for scrap metal in cash. 

There is an online petition to the Government which members are urged to sign up 
to: http://epetitions.direct.gov.uk/petitions/406   

 

2.What is the scale of the problem ? 

 

 

 

 

 

Thefts:  

¶ Cause damage and disruption, costing businesses and disrupting community 
life.  

¶ Often result in significant additional damage such as flooding.  

¶ Cause serious and irreparable damage to historic heritage buildings as lead is 
often an integral part of the history of a property.  

 
Transport for London report s that over 600 bus stops and shelters across London 
have had metal parts stolen.  Most of the stolen items are made from aluminium 
(used due to it s lightness, strength and non-rusting pro perties).  The most popular 
item has been poster frames from bus shelters. 

 
 

Ecclesiastical Insurance who is the primary insurer  
of church build ings puts it like this:   

¶ Metal theft is the fastest growing crime in the 
UK.  

¶ The crime wave is prompted by high metal 
prices on the world markets and worldwide 
demand.  

¶ The problem is the second priority, behind 
terrorism, of the British Transport Police and 
the rail network.  

¶ Metal theft is estimated to cost several 
hundred million pounds a year.  

¶ Anglican churches have suffered significantly 
through this crime.  

¶ Almost every area of the country has been affected by the crime.  

¶ Metal theft does not affect church buildings alone – schools and heritage 
properties have similarly been victims of this crime, albeit to a lesser extent.  

 

http://epetitions.direct.gov.uk/petitions/406


 

 

 
 

 
 
3. BT’s position 
 

 
 
BT has produced a downloadable version of the problem, as they see it specifically for 
Neighbourhood Watch and Home Watch members, together with  a useful Cable 
Identification guide .  These are definitely worth looking at as they give details of 
things that you can look out for to protect against this crime, including more unusual 
signs that something is amiss, as well as information about how cables are security 
marked and the various types of cable used by BT and Openreach.   
 
BT guide to cable crime: 
http://www.ourwatch.org.uk/resource_centre/document_library/net work_cable_cr
ime/   
Cable Identification Guide: 
http://www.ourwatch.org.uk/resource_centre/document_library/bt_openreach _ca
ble_identification_guide/?page=3&sort=alpha -a  
 
4. Minister for Crime Prevention & Anti-Social Behaviour 
 

 
 
 
  

 
“That's why a number of Government departments are working closely with the 
police, industry and scrap metal dealers on a range of initiatives to tackle metal theft. 
We want to make it harder to for criminals to steal metal in the first place and we're 
looking at whether we need to change the law to do that.  

"If anyone is acting suspiciously in local neighbourhoods, I hope that communit ies 
and Neighbourhood Watch groups take appropriate steps to raise the issue with local 
police forces if they deem it necessary.  Communities across the country must come 
together to tackle such damaging crime. 

BT, along with the power companies EDF, Eon 
and Network Rail , are the primary victims of 
metal thefts in terms of financial impact and 
disruption to their services . 
 

NHWN  has had a meeting with the new Minister 
for Crime Prevention and Anti -Social Behaviour, 
Lord Henley, and he is fully aware of the 
problems and said: 
 
"Metal theft is a serious and growing national 
problem which this Government is determined to 
tackle. We are seeing a range of sectors affected: 
from national infrastructure including power, 
transport and communication networks, to 
impact on communities, for example the theft 
and damage to church roofs and stealing road 
signs, drain covers and even war memorials.  

http://www.ourwatch.org.uk/resource_centre/document_library/network_cable_crime/
http://www.ourwatch.org.uk/resource_centre/document_library/network_cable_crime/
http://www.ourwatch.org.uk/resource_centre/document_library/bt_openreach_cable_identification_guide/?page=3&sort=alpha-a
http://www.ourwatch.org.uk/resource_centre/document_library/bt_openreach_cable_identification_guide/?page=3&sort=alpha-a


 

 

 
 

 

“This is not a party political issue and I have also raised the matter with the Shadow 
Spokesman for Crime Prevention, Gloria De Piero MP.  She sent me a quote from the 
Shadow Home Secretary, Yvette Cooper MP: 

Metal theft is becoming an epidemic, and urgent action is needed from the 
Home Office to put a stop to these sickening attacks.  The Government should 
back the police in their fight against metal theft by pledging to change the law 
to make it easier to stop this organised crime. 
 
The vandalising and theft of war memorials is shocking and disgraceful, 
undermining the respect that all our communitie s want to show to fallen 
heroes.  
 
In addition households face repeated power cuts, commuters face increasing 
delays, churches and public buildings are being damaged, all as a result of 
escalating metal theft.  The theft of electric wires is even putting lives at risk.  
In my own constituency the theft of copper wires to a house ended up also 
triggering a gas leak, and ultimately an explosion which devastated six houses. 
It’s a miracle nobody was killed. 
 
The Government needs to get a grip and crack down.  It is still too easy to 
trade stolen metal.  We need a much tougher licensing regime for dealers, 
including requiring people selling to scrap metal dealers to prove their 
identity, and stronger powers fo r the police to investigate.  We need to support 
legitimate trade but make it  easier to stop organised crime. 
 
When cases are becoming this serious, the Home Office shouldn't turn a blind 
eye or just leave it to the police.  We need action and we need it now. 

5. What are the industry and the police doing about it ? 

 

 

The industry realises that they have to respond pro-
actively because failure to do so will ultimately have 
a dramatic effect on their profitability.  

They are all looking at their own procedures for the 
disposal of their own legitimate scrap metal.  Their 
contractors must also follow these procedures. 

Many of the thefts are carried out by individuals 
who are dressed the part, with the right kind of 
equipment, including cloned vans.  The industry is 
working on an app which allows residents and the 
local police to find out instantaneously if genuine 
workmen are working in a particular area . 



 

 

 
 

 

The police are also taking this matter very seriously.  They realise that the potential 
for a disaster because of metal theft is just around the corner.  

Task forces have been established across the country under the control of Paul 
Crowther, Asst Chief Constable of the British Transport Police & ACPO lead on Metal 
Thefts.  A joint task force in the North East of England comprising the Northumbria, 
Durham and Cleveland Constabularies, launched Operation Tornado recently and 
the plan is to target all 250-plus scrap metal dealers and convince them that cash-
only businesses are a thing of the past and that it is in their best interests to 
cooperate with the police if they want to stay in business. 

Chief Superintendent David Chinchen, Head of the Metropolitan Police Metal Theft 
Task Force, has said: “Neighbourhood Watch has an important role to play as much 
of this activity involves suspects with vehicles scouring the area and stealing anything 
metal.  We particularly  need help with identifying premises that are being used as 
unlicensed venues to receive stolen metals and 'clean' them of identification before 
taking them on to recognised scrap metal dealers.” 

6.  What can Neighbourhood Watch and Home Watch 

members do? 

 

and reporting the details to the local police or Crimestoppers (0800 555 111).  No 
item of  intelligence is ever too small; it might b e the final piece of the jigsaw and in 
some cases there might even be the possibility of gaining a reward. 

Secondly, be aware of workmen removing metal items in the street.  The thieves are 
using uniforms, stolen vans etc.  One witness recently reported that they did not look 
like real workmen… they were working too fast. 

Thirdly , members also need to be on the lookout  for unlicensed venues where stolen 
metal is cleaned up, often by burning of the covering and where the identif ying 
marks are removed, before being taken to the licensed dealers.  The police and local 
authorities need to know. 

Finally, members who live in the vicinity of licensed and unlicensed sites must be 
alert to vehicles turning up outside the normal working h ours.  Again details should 
be passed to the local police. 

  

This is a matter for everybody in the community, but 
Neighbourhood Watch and Home Watch can lead the 
way.  Fir stly, we all need to be alert to the situation 
and keep watch for vans and trucks driving around 
our streets looking for the opportunity to steal metal,  



 

 

 
 

 

7. What are Neighbourhood Watch and Home Watch doing 
about it? 

 

 
We are raising the awareness of all our members through newsletters, 
Neighbourhood Alert etc. and at public meetings as to the measures that people can 
take to make their homes and property safe from metal thieves. 

We are exploring ways in which our recommended Neighbourhood Alert 
communications system can be used to alert all scrap metal dealers when metal has 
been stolen, with a condition on their licence that all messages are acknowledged, 
thereby removing the defence to a charge of handling stolen property that they did 
not know it wa s stolen. 

8. Key messages 

¶ This is a problem that affects us all and can lead to deaths. 

¶ Keep a watch out for suspicious vehicles and workmen. 

¶ Pass ALL information to the police or Crimestoppers as soon as possible. 

¶ Sign the online petition for a change in the legislation. 
 

Please pass this message to all your members. 

 

 

Many thanks to our supporters Towergate Insurance 

 

NHWN is working closely with partners on a 
number of fronts to try to reduce the number 
of offences and drastically cut back on the 
opportunities for the criminals to realise 
their ill -gotten gains. 

We have been invited to meetings with 
politicians, industry leaders and the police to 
gauge the size of the problem and identify 
some solutions. 


